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Abstract 
Blended learning has become a popular topic in higher education. A blended 
learning course combines face-to-face instructions with computer-mediated 
instructions in any possible ratio. Even though studies have investigated effects 
of blended learning on education costs and student performance, not much is 
known about how students experience a blended learning course. The current 
study provides insights into student experiences in a blended learning course 
in which all materials were available online, and a minimum number of face-
to-face meetings was organized. Three students of the course participated in 
an in-depth interview, and all fourteen students of the course provided answers 
to questions during four face-to-face tutorials. Findings indicate similarities 
in their needs, but differences in their perception of the flexibility that was 
given to them in the course. A possible explanation for the differences in 
perception of flexibility could be the students’ self-efficacy. Future studies 
should be designed to investigate which factors contribute to a positive student 
experience of blended learning. 
Keywords: Blended learning; Student experiences; Interviews; Flexibility; 
Self-efficacy. 
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1. Introduction 
In 2003, blended learning emerged in the industry of knowledge delivery (Rooney, 2003). 
The rapid growth of digital technology (Bonk & Graham, 2006) as well as the need for more 
cost-effective and efficient learning environments (Selim, 2007) quickly increased the 
popularity of blended learning. Bonk and Graham (2006) describe blended learning as a 
system in which face-to-face instruction is combined with computer-mediated instruction. 
Face-to-face learning is considered as traditional learning, involving interactions between a 
teacher and students in a live physical synchronous environment. In contrast, computer-
mediated learning is based on a distributed learning system, emphasizing self-paced learning 
in an asynchronous, low fidelity environment (Bonk & Graham, 2006).  
Dean, Stahl, Sylwester and Peat (2001) explored the effectiveness of a specific distance 
education program for physicians at the University of Tennessee. This program was 
considered a blended learning program since it used a mixed-mode delivery of information. 
The program was completed in half of the time at less than half of the costs than a traditional 
program, and it contributed to positive learning outcomes (Dean et al., 2001). A meta-
analysis regarding the effectiveness of online and blended learning showed a significant 
increase in performance with blended learning compared to face-to-face learning (Means, 
Toyama, Murphy, and Baki, 2013). These findings should however be interpreted with 
caution, because blended learning tends to be paired with additional learning time, 
instructional resources, and encouragement of interaction among learners, which was not 
controlled for in the study (Means et al., 2013). 
While the benefits in terms of cost-effectiveness and student performance are promising, it 
is equally important to also optimize student satisfaction with blended learning. Some studies 
investigated students’ acceptance of blended learning (e.g., Yeou, 2016) or their satisfaction 
with it (e.g., Bentley, Selassie, & Parkin, 2012). Other studies investigated students’ opinions 
about blended learning courses (Pfennig, 2017) and engagement in terms of participation 
(Kritzinger, Lemmens, & Potgieter, 2018). Not much is known however about how students 
experience blended learning courses. 
To fill this gap, a study was designed to investigate student experiences with a blended 
learning course, and define crucial success factors and barriers of blended learning from a 
student perspective. The framework that was used to investigate student experiences was the 
Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) as introduced by Davis (1989). This model describes 
fundamental factors that determine acceptance of technology, and can easily be adapted to 
fit the context of a blended learning course. Following this model, students of a blended 
learning course were interviewed with the goal to gain insights in perceived usefulness, 
perceived ease of use, attitude, intention to use, and actual use of the blended learning course. 
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2. Method  
2.1. Participants and Design 
Three students following the blended learning course Behavioral Research Methods I during 
educational year 2017-2018 (PP 1-3) were asked to participate in an in-depth interview 
concerning their experiences with the blended learning course. All three of them were female, 
with an age ranging from 21 to 30 years (M = 24.7, SD = 4.73). In addition, all fourteen 
students of the course were asked during each of four face-to-face tutorials to fill in a so-
called one-minute paper: a sheet with three questions concerning their current thoughts about 
the blended learning course. 
2.2. Materials and Procedure 
Semi-structured interviews were performed by a researcher other than the teacher of the 
course, via Skype. In the interviews, students answered questions about their experiences 
with the blended learning course they were following at that time. The interview questions 
were largely based on TAM (Davis, 1989), were modified to open questions, and adapted to 
the blended learning course. Questions reflected the perceived usefulness of a blended 
learning course, the perceived ease of use of the Learning Management System (LMS) that 
was used for the course, the attitude students had towards the course, the intention to 
participate in other blended learning courses, and which factors are important to make a 
blended learning course successful. 
2.3. Data analysis 
The interviews were transcribed instantly and analyzed following the guidelines of thematic 
analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This analysis was iterative, in which the data was reviewed 
multiple times, and themes were checked against the collected data in both the interviews 
and the one-minute papers. 
3. Results  
The transcribed interviews were summarized and coded, and codes were categorized into five 
themes: easy information access, need for face-to-face interaction, need for clear expectation 
management, flexibility as a liability, and flexibility as an asset. Interestingly, students mostly 
agreed about the needs they had regarding blended learning, but they differed in their 
experiences regarding the flexibility of the course. All themes and subthemes are visualized 
in Figure 1, and they are discussed in detail in the subsections below. The last part of this 
section explores whether differences in students’ performance occurred between the course 
as a traditional classroom course and a blended course. 
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Figure 1. Overview of the relationship between themes and subthemes found in the interviews. 
3.1. Easy information access 
Students indicated that it was easy to find and retrieve information from the LMS. Having all 
information on one platform was considered to contribute to the ease of use of the blended 
learning course. In contrast to traditional courses in which learning material is usually 
provided through multiple different means, information being presented on one platform was 
considered as more efficient. One student stated: ‘You will get [to the quiz] automatically, 
there is nothing you have to do. You just click “next” and you will get the next question’ 
[PP1], showing that having a sequential order of information and tasks on the platform is 
experienced as an asset of blended learning. 
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3.2. Need for face-to-face interaction 
Despite the positive experiences with the LMS guiding students through the course, students 
still indicate a need for face-to-face interaction. According to the students, this face-to-face 
interaction would make them more informed and secure about the assignments in the course. 
Students also indicated that having the opportunity to have face-to-face interactions with the 
teacher motivates them. As one student put it: ‘[I would like to have] one-to-one interaction 
with the teacher really in front of you. That works so much better for me. Then I get more 
motivated externally’ [PP3].  
Another reason for having face-to-face meetings is that students struggled with their 
understanding of how the statistical analysis program worked. A need for demonstrations 
was mentioned multiple times in the interviews. Of course, these demonstrations could be 
provided through other means than face-to-face interactions. 
3.3. Need for clear expectation management 
One aspect that was mentioned by all three students in the interviews was that they would 
like to have more information regarding the time necessary for the separate elements of the 
course. When students are responsible for planning activities in the course independently, 
they would benefit from information regarding the expected duration of each task. One of the 
students explained the struggle she had with planning and how that led to motivational 
difficulties: ‘At the beginning [of the course] I knew that there were ten modules, so I planned 
to make one every week. However, the size of the modules differed so much. Assignment 1 
was only an hour and another [assignment] five hours. So I put the rest [of the course] on a 
low level’ [PP3]. 
In addition to problems with time management, students also mentioned a lack of clarity 
about the expected quality of their assignments. They did not see opportunities for discussing 
this issue with the teacher of the course. One student indicated this by stating: ‘Regarding 
the assignments, it was sometimes difficult to know what was asked from us. Maybe that 
giving examples is a good idea, so that we can see something of what is expected from you, 
instead of figuring it out yourself’ [PP2]. The question remains what the best way is to assist 
students with this if there is no face-to-face contact.    
3.4. Flexibility as a liability 
Organizing a blended learning course allows students to study at their own pace, but a 
problem that was mentioned about this flexibility was that students experienced a lack of 
external pressure for finishing assignments. This could lead to procrastination, as one student 
mentioned: ‘You really need to have discipline to do it. So if you do not feel like it, it becomes 
very easy to do nothing. That is one of the risks of blended learning’ [PP2]. Due to the lack 
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of external pressure in the blended learning course, other courses which do comply with this 
external pressure and have deadlines, tend to be prioritized over the blended learning course.  
There were no deadlines in the blended learning course other than finishing all the work 
before the exam period, resulting in difficulties related to time management. Students 
indicated a need for stricter deadlines or guidelines that provides students with an example 
planning. One student proposed the following solution: ‘What I would like more is that I can 
see what part of the work I already completed. A kind of loading bar per module, that you 
will see “hey, you have 80% of the work completed”, or something’ [PP1]. 
3.5. Flexibility as an asset 
Interestingly, flexibility was also seen as an asset. Students appreciated the possibility to 
work on the course in their own pace, and that they could decide when to work on the course 
(rather than having fixed lecture hours). One of the students stated that: ‘It gives me the 
opportunity to plan for myself when I do something [for the course]. Because I plan for 
myself, I know when I have time to do something. So now I can focus whenever I have 
motivation. When someone obliges me to focus, then it will not work’ [PP2].    
Additionally, students mentioned that studying at their own pace created an opportunity to 
use the time necessary to understand the learning material better. As one student put it: ‘If 
you get explanation [of the learning material] you will absorb [the material] less well than 
going through [the material] yourself’ [PP2]. The flexibility thus allowed students to be more 
in charge of their own learning process, which was experienced very positively. 
An important insight is that a blended learning course can be combined well with traditional 
courses: ‘We have two other courses. I liked it that one of them was a blended learning 
course’ [PP1]. This shows that blended learning courses can be used in educational programs, 
as long as there are still traditional classroom courses as well. 
3.6. Student performance 
In addition to student experiences, we analyzed whether there was a difference in student 
performance between the blended learning course and the same course given to 10 students 
in a traditional classroom setting in 2016-2017. No significant difference in final grade of the 
course was found between year 2016-2017 (M = 6.42, SD = 1.72) and year 2017-2018 (M = 
6.91, SD = 0.82), t(22) = 0.94, p = 0.36. This result shows that changing the course into a 
blended learning course did not significantly influence overall student performance. 
4. Discussion  
A study was performed to investigate students’ experiences of a blended learning course. 
Three students of the course were interviewed, and all fourteen students filled in one-minute 
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papers throughout the course. A thematic analysis revealed five main themes. Students had 
similar needs regarding face-to-face interactions and knowing what was expected from them 
in the course, and the current set-up did not fulfill those needs. Earlier work also showed that 
students do not believe that online tutorials could or should replace face-to-face tutorials 
(Sweeney, O’donoghue, & Whitehead, 2004), but students in the current study indicated that 
face-to-face interactions are mostly needed for grasping specific knowledge. Students in the 
current study were uncertain about the amount of time they had to spend on each module, 
leading to difficulties in their time management. Providing insights into the modules from 
the beginning of the course or providing a course planning to the students might give them a 
stronger feeling of control, and allows them to plan their activities more accurately.    
Students differed in the extent to which they liked the flexibility in the course. Positive 
aspects of the flexibility that was offered were the possibility to study at their own pace, being 
in charge of one’s own learning process, and the possibility to work on all aspects of the 
course from home. However, too much flexibility in the course has negative effects as well. 
Students experienced a lack of external pressure, found it difficult to allocate time to the 
course, and partly lost their motivation to study. This shows the importance of proper 
communication about what is expected from students, but also may indicate that different 
students need a different approach.  
Research in the learning domain indicates that differences in student learning and academic 
achievement might be explained by self-efficacy. Students with a higher level of perceived 
self-efficacy set both higher and more productive mastery goals (Walker & Greene, 2009), 
and choose to engage in tasks which are more challenging (Bandura, 1993; Bandura & 
Schunk, 1981). This may make those students more likely to thrive from flexibility, whereas 
students low in self-efficacy may perceive flexibility as a liability. The current study did not 
measure self-efficacy, so there is no way of knowing whether this explains the current 
findings. Future work should therefore be designed to investigate the relationship between 
self-efficacy and students’ perception of flexibility in blended learning courses. 
When comparing the average course grades of the same course in a traditional classroom 
setting with a blended learning version, no statistical differences were found in student 
performance. However, the average grade of students in the bleded learning course was 
almost half a point higher. In order to find out whether students in a blended learning course 
indeed significantly outperform students in a traditional course, further research should be 
conducted in which performance in students is examined with larger samples.   
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